Potomac and the ever-growing fortifications around the capital. This period, however, also witnessed the "All Quiet along the Potomac" phase of the Union war effort, with McClellan's army sitting idle while the Confederates held their Manassas defenses unmolested. Here Lincoln's frustration with McClellan's innate cautiousness would begin to mount. Still more of the Young Napoleon's personal foibles emerged at this time, including his penchants for imagining that he was outnumbered by ridiculously vast Confederate forces and that he himself was beset everywhere by scheming political enemies in Washington. While McClellan dithered, he and Lincoln found themselves increasingly at odds over military strategy, Lincoln favoring using the Chesapeake to turn the Rebel position at Manassas while McClellan favored taking his army further down the Chesapeake to launch a westward drive on Richmond. As Hearn correctly observes, McClellan never let go of his contempt for the president's military abilities, ignoring Lincoln's self-taught crash course in military science and his innate strategic common sense.
McClellan got his way, steaming his Army of the Potomac south for an approach to Richmond between the James and York Rivers. After allowing himself to be stalled besieging a much smaller Confederate force at Yorktown, McClellan marched up the peninsula, tantalizingly close to the Confederate capital. However, a series of bold counterattacks by Robert E. Lee intimidated McClellan into retreating back down the peninsula, even though his larger army managed to repulse most of Lee's assaults. McClellan dashed off increasingly dire dispatches seeking more and more reinforcements, particularly those Lincoln kept on the overland approach to Richmond in order to safeguard Washington. McClellan and his army returned north to deal with Lee's invasion of Maryland, culminating in the war's bloodiest one-day battle at Antietam. There McClellan's piecemeal attacks failed to destroy Lee's army, although Lee's retreat provided Lincoln enough of a Union triumph to announce his Emancipation Proclamation. Possibly motivated by his intense opposition to Lincoln's new policy, McClellan dragged his feet in pursuit of Lee, ultimately requiring Lincoln to relieve him of command in November 1862.
Hearn is notably even-handed in his assessment of the president and his slow-footed eastern general. He praises Lincoln for his remarkable patience and professionalism in dealing with McClellan's delays and personal snubs, taking an intellectual, statesmanlike approach to matters which McClellan met with emotion and pettiness. On the other hand, Lincoln may have been too deferential, Hearn suggests, specifically criticizing the commander-in-chief for green-lighting McClellan's peninsula strategy over his own misgivings. While a strong case could be made that Lincoln should have taken a firmer hand with McClellan, this case seems an odd example to cite, considering Hearn's own testimony suggests that a general more confident and aggressive than McClellan could have made a success of the Peninsula Campaign. Curiously, Hearn also seems to pull his punches in assessing McClellan. To critics' charges that he was "hesitant and indecisive," he allows that "Little Mac was a certainly a little of each, but one must not forget the president's interference," concluding, "Both were novices, and novices make mistakes" (205). This may be a case of Hearn simply soft-pedaling his critique of Little Mac. Without explicitly harping on McClellan's faults, Hearn's narrative presents a general not only hesitant, indecisive, haughty, and petty, but also given to fantastically overestimating the size of enemy forces and deliberately misleading the administration with erroneously low counts of his own troop strength.
Much of the subject matter in Lincoln and McClellan at War is well known to students of the Civil War, but to Hearn's credit he uncovers some lesser known details and episodes. For instance, detective Allan Pinkerton's role in providing overestimates of Confederate numbers is well known, but Hearn demonstrates that McClellan was already doing his own overestimating even before acquiring Pinkerton's services and furthermore that he generously rounded up Pinkerton's own intelligence estimates in his reports to Washington. Hearn also recounts Lincoln's 1862 visit to McClellan's base on the peninsula, which notably featured the frustrated president taking military matters into his own hands and masterminding a small expedition that successfully captured 
